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Examining Current Japanese Agricultural Policies  
 
Yasutaka Matsuo 
 
1. Introduction 
 
1-1. Aim  
This paper aims to make clear the characteristics of Japanese agricultural and rural policies, and the 
limitations and prospects of current Japanese agriculture. In order to attain this aim, Japanese agriculture 
and agricultural policies in postwar days are reviewed and several relevant questions will be examined. 
The issues of examination are summarized as follows. 
The exclusiveness of land ownership has become very strong in Japan since the Meiji Restoration 
and that of agricultural land ownership especially since the Agrarian Reform just after the Second World 
War. Moreover, the value of land as the property absolutely rose after 1950’-60’s in the progress of 
urbanization. It has influenced upon the policies and hindered the permanent farmers from accumulating 
arable lands. Under these conditions, how the accumulation of arable lands and the establishment of the 
considerable number of large-sized farmers has been pursued and realized? What kind of characteristics 
evolved in its course? 
How the maintenance and the weakening of the social tie in traditional rural societies has 
progressed in postwar Japan? In what situations and cases the traditional social ties are made use of or 
neglected both in the rural society and in the course of policy implementation?  
Newly formed social ties are also necessary to be examined. The new interdependences are formed 
and gradually established among the current large-sized farmers, through the borrowing and lending of 
arable land between the key farmers and the part-time and partly retired farmers, and the newly 
engaging farmers and the old farmers. 
    The barriers and bureaucratic conflicts among the ministries, agencies and authorities have serious 
influence upon the contents and results of the rural policies. In case of the policies devised and 
implemented by MAFF, the Direct Payment Project for Less Favored Mountainous Areas, and the 
Promotion Act for the Mountainous Rural Villages are good examples. 
    Through these examinations it will become clear that the change in and the persistence of the 
traditional social relationship and the evolution of new kind of social capital occupy an important 
position in the whole range of agricultural policies and are influential in the actual evolution of Japanese 
agriculture and rural society.  
 
1-2. Reflection of related studies 
    Japanese rural villages are among typical communities with tight social cohesion. It has been 
emphasized that this tight social cohesion comes from the irrigation network of paddy fields and from 
the common land/cooperatively possessed forest resources. The irrigation facilities are so huge and 
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undividable that farmers have to discuss irrigation schedule and to maintain them through collective 
labors. (n.1. Toshio Kitamura 1950, 1973, Natsuki Kanazawa 1954, Keijyurou Nagata 1971, Kouichi 
Takaya 1978, Tamaki, Hatade and Imamura 1984).    
However, it should be noticed that rural communities are not same as they used to be. The land 
improvement and the progress of technology in the postwar days made it possible to get irrigation water 
to each paddy field independently in the plains, which released the members considerably from the 
communal labors and enabled them to do the agricultural works separately. It became less necessary for 
farmers to keep the tight social cohesion (n.2. Hiroyasu Shimura ed. 1992). Rather, today they may feel 
dispersed fields troublesome for the efficient operation that once functioned as the dispersal of damages 
in an emergency. Communal forest in mountainous areas used to provide the community members fuel, 
manure, grass for cattle and some kinds of food. After the modernization it was usually afforested and 
produced the asset for the community, which tied the community members tightly. However, as the 
timber price fell after 1980’s, the communal forest produces no profit and is taken little notice of today.      
Part-time agriculture has become common all over Japan except in Hokkaido. The gap of income 
between the primary industry and the secondary and tertiary industries enlarged (n.3. Makoto Hoshi 
1975). In many rural communities the collaborative annual works and the mutual reciprocal help of 
agricultural operation were common, but the increase in part-time farmers caused few permanent 
farmers to take heavier responsibility and burdens. The fact amplified the unfairness between them that 
the standard of living of part-time farmers has been better than that of permanent farmers. After the 
experience of such unbalanced collaboration, more rational or capitalistic relationship between the 
permanent farmers and part-time farmers replaced the reciprocal relationship in a community.  
Since latter half of 1960’s, though the number was few, large-sized farmers and farmers’ 
modernized organizations grew not only in Hokkaido, but also in the main island (n.4. Sadako 
Nakayasu). The mechanization of operation made it possible and collaborative use of machines and 
facilities progressed. In the main island the majority of them are in the branch of rice cultivation. In the 
branches of stock raising and horticulture like tomato production the integration of farmers by a food 
company has progressed since 1970’s (n.5. Kan-ichi Yoshida). Contracts with farmers nearby for the 
entrusted management as well as partial operations of arable lands were spreading among the farmers 
though the unwillingness to rent his arable land to other farmers still survives very strong. In 1980’s the 
farmers that had active permanent workers jointly organized the producers’ group and tried to obtain or 
rent the agricultural land enough to manage as stable key farmers. In those days the farmers tried to 
pursue variously for the sustainable management (n.6. Nougyo Seisansoshiki Kenkyukai ed. 1980).  
In mountainous areas both land and labor productivities dropped and their gap between in 
mountainous areas and in the plains became evident. Agriculture in mountainous areas has generally 
shrunk. Under the progress of depopulation the recovery of regional productivity was groped for. Some 
areas pursued the combination of agriculture and forestry (n.7. Ikutsune Adachi ed. 1979), but in most 
cases the effort was not successful.  
Since 1990’s from the viewpoint of not only agricultural production, but also landscape aesthetics 
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and nature protection, rural landscape has been emphasized to be valuable (n.8. Naraomi Imamura and 
Keijurou Nagata eds. 1996). Moreover, internationally competitive agriculture has been pursued since 
about the time of the conclusion of the Uruguay Round in 1993, though it has not been realized yet (n. 9. 
Takashi Toyoda 2003). The number of farmers reduced too much to maintain all the agricultural lands in 
operation. Newcomers are expected to grow to be full farmers as substitutes for them (n.10 Isao Kajii 
2011). The effectiveness of various kinds of agricultural and rural subsidies by MAFF became dubious, 
but their reform was little. Imamura reviewed the historical outline of the subsidies and insisted the 
necessity of their reform (n.11. Imamura 1978, 2003).  
    As the researches mentioned above show, the circumstances and the conditions of Japanese 
agriculture and rural societies changed greatly today. Current social capital is likely to be different from 
that in 30-40 years ago. 
 
2. Postwar agricultural policies and their specific ideals and the reality 
 
2-1. Outline of postwar agricultural policies 
    Japanese postwar agricultural policies are classified into three periods (Figure 1); at the first stage, 
the horizontal and democratic rural society was pursued under Farmland Ownership Reformation, that is, 
the compulsory agrarian reform supervised by GHQ just after the World War II by means of selling off 
of the landlords’ agricultural lands to the peasants. One farmer’s ownership of the agricultural land was 
restrained less than 3 chobus (almost as large as 3 ha). Agricultural Land Act enacted in 1952 sets a 
limitation on the ownership of agricultural land to farmers. Agricultural Cooperatives Act was enacted in 
1947 in order to develop the mutual support cooperative among the farmers. Land Improvement Act was 
enacted in 1949 in order to raise the land productivity through the improvement of infrastructure. Land 
improvement made it possible to get irrigation water to each paddy field independently in the plains. 
Food Supply Management Act was enacted in 1952 in order to protect the farmers and consumers 
against the fluctuations of prices of agricultural products and to distribute food stably.  
    At the second stage, the agricultural policy set the goal of producing stable and modernized farmers 
with enough operating holdings. Since latter 1950’s the growth of agriculture as an industry became the 
main matter of concern. The Basic Law on Agriculture 1961 represents the aims at that time: the security 
of superior agricultural land and the upbringing of stable and large-sized farmers. However, the aims 
were little attained except for Hokkaido. The way to realize high productivity was difficult to find within 
agriculture because the urbanization made it difficult for farmers to get a large amount of suitable 
agricultural land or operating fields at reasonable price and that the widening gap of productivity 
between the primary industry and the secondary and tertiary industries made agriculture an 
economically inferior industry. On the contrary, part-time farmers became the majority in non-Hokkaido. 
Most farmers there compensated for the lack of income by means of non-agricultural employment 
income. In the course of urbanization, the conversion of farmland to non-agricultural use was 
accelerated. In the latter period of the second stage measures against agricultural deterioration couldn’t  
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Figure 1. Outline of Post-War Agricultural Policies in Japan 
I stage: Securing stable food supply by independent farmers following the land ownership reformation 
II stage: Fostering stable and modernized farmers with enough operating holdings 
III stage: Supporting large-sized full-time and mainly engaging farmers with not less income than those engaging in 
the secondary or tertiary industrieswait, but in fact we had to wait until the next stage.  
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    At the third stage, the policy set multitudinous objectives. They include the increase in food 
self-sufficiency rate, the reconstruction of agriculture as a sound industry, the introduction of agricultural 
and environmental synchronization, the conservation of cultural landscapes and the promotion of less 
favored areas (n.12). The Basic Law on Food, Agriculture and Rural Areas 1999 represents the current 
aims. As for the reconstruction of agriculture, the policy encourages farmers and agricultural enterprises 
to be large enough to get no less income than the employees of secondary or tertiary industries and to be 
competitive with foreign farmers in the food market. In order to attain this aim, MAFF changed its 
standpoint. Until 1980’s MAFF was inclined to support all the farmers in order to supply enough 
domestic food. However, that could not get good result. In 1990 MAFF investigated the actual 
conditions and prospects of commercial farmers and guessed a part of them will keep engaged in 
competitive farming.  
In 1993 MAFF introduced the qualified farmer and farming organization system. MAFF defines the 
qualified farmer as the farmer who works about 2000 hours a year and gets an annual income of over 
five million yen. In case of arable land cultivation such as rice crop, wheat crop and barley crop, the 
farmer who operates or intends to operate within 5 years over 4 ha in non-Hokkaido or over 10 ha in 
Hokkaido is designated as a qualified farmer. In case of a farming organization, it that operates or 
intends to operate within 5 years more than 20 ha is designated as a qualified farming organization. It 
means that MAFF takes the policy to secure Japanese agriculture and food production by accumulating 
operating fields to the few key farmers. Since 2003 and later MAFF has been pushing ahead the 
deregulation and the establishment of the agricultural corporate.  
As the number of farmers is considerably decreasing, the necessity of new farmers is growing. 
Formerly new farmers often began the management immediately after they left the previous job and not 
a few new farmers failed. Nowadays many candidates become employees of some agricultural managers 
or farming organization several years, and after they train themselves and master agricultural techniques 
and skill, they will select the region and become new farmers. MAFF expects 12000 persons will be 
newly engaged in agriculture annually. .    
    As regards the reduction of abandoned field, the conservation of cultural landscapes and the 
promotion of less favored areas, MAFF introduced Direct Payment Policy in 2000 and Measures for 
Farmland and Irrigation Facilities Maintenance in 2007 additionally. Direct Payment Policy subsidizes 
farmers in mountainous areas for the disadvantage of agricultural operation in proportion to the 
operating area. This policy aims at both reducing abandoned fields and producing key farmers or 
farming organizations that operate and manage there.  
However, the management and operation of the disadvantageous paddy fields often require the 
maintenance of the irrigation facilities. For the prospective key farmers and the farming organization, 
the maintenance work of the irrigation facilities is another and extra job, and is beyond their ability as 
well. Formerly irrigation facilities have been kept by the irrigation cooperative composed of a lot of 
farmers in the irrigated area as members, but many irrigation cooperatives are not active as they used to 
be. As many farmers left farming, the irrigation cooperative is sometimes lacking in workforce to 
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maintain the facilities. In order to respond to these difficulties, Measures for Farmland and Irrigation 
Facilities Maintenance (MFIFM) were introduced in 2007. Some kinds of neighborhood communities 
are expected to come forward to do the maintenance work of the irrigation system and farm roads in 
collaboration with the existing agricultural cooperatives such as producer’s cooperative. The community 
and the municipal office sign an agreement on the maintenance work, environmental conservation and 
the progressive reform of these activities. MFIFM subsidizes the community and the community does 
the dredging operation of irrigation canal and the maintenance of farm roads. Non-farming residents as 
well as farmers often do the work (n.13). 
 
2-2. Ideal and reality of current Japanese agriculture 
    The current policy sets clear targets and quantified conditions to attain them. In this section, the gap 
is checked between the ideal of current policy targets and the reality of actual agriculture. In 2005 
MAFF set the agricultural targets in 2015 and reported on their progress and challenges it has to 
overcome in 2010, that is, in the middle of the period. In 2010 MAFF reset the agricultural targets in 
2020 (n.14). They are shown in Table 1.  
 
 
 
Table 1 tells us that food self-sufficiency rate has not progressed at all. In 1965 the rate in calorie 
was 73 %, but since 2000 it has been 39-41 %. As the fodder self-sufficiency rate was 55 % in 1965 and 
has been 23-26 % since 1995, total grains self-sufficiency rate has fallen from 62 % in 1965 to 26 % in 
2009. As regards the food items, the self-sufficiency rates of wheat and barley, potato, and soy bean are 
all less than 10 %, and the rate of oils and fats, sugar and fruits are 13-14 %, 30’s % and 41 % 
respectively. These low self-sufficiency rates mean that Japanese agriculture couldn’t respond suitably to 
the change in national food appetite and needs. In spite of these unimproved facts, MAFF raised the 
target of food self-sufficiency rate to 50 %. MAFF lists the following numerical targets; wheat 
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production from 880 thousand tons to 1800 thousand tons (wheat self-sufficiency rate from 10 % to 
40 %), rice for fodder production from 9 thousand tons to 700 thousand tons (fodder self-sufficiency rate 
from 26 % to 38 %), soy bean production from 260 thousand tons to 600 thousand tons. It is doubtful to 
attain the targets because MAFF explains no process and no measures.     
    As regards the farmers and farming organizations, MAFF itself listed the retreated targets in 2020 
than in 2015. The number of qualified farmers and community farming organizations is increasing, but 
as its rising rate is lower than expected, it will not reach the targeted number. In the Prospects report of 
2010, MAFF didn’t list the numerical target of qualified farmers in 2020. Moreover, though the number 
of qualified farmer is increasing in non-Hokkaido regions, in Hokkaido its rate went down from 87 % to 
about 84 % now. The qualified farmer system compels them obey MAFF’s policies such as the set-aside 
policy of rice production and puts legal restrictions on their activities. These restrictions will influence 
the trends of non-Hokkaido regions also.  
The rate of qualified farmers and the rate of community farming organizations show areal 
differentiation. In mountainous areas as it is difficult to get large-sized operating holdings, the number of 
qualified farmers is few. In active mountainous areas a community farming organization is established in 
order to overcome this difficulty, accumulates as many holdings as possible from the community 
members and is collaboratively managed by them. Another type of community farming organization is 
spreading in the plains, where existing paddy parcels are reshaped to be larger parcels, let’s say two 
hundred meter square, in order to raise the labor productivity. In this case several producers’ 
cooperatives merge to form a new one and run a community farming organization. In this way, the 
number of community farming organization will continue to increase, though the rising speed is not 
rapid as was expected. The numerical target in 2020 is revised downward. 
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   Table 2 shows the outline of the change in agriculture by the number of farming establishments and 
the area of agricultural operating fields since 1960 to 2010 (n.15). The number of total farming 
establishments and the area of agricultural fields have decreased very much from 1960 to today. The 
number of farmers in non-Hokkaido has considerably decreased since 1980’s. Especially in western 
Japan many districts where commercial agriculture was flourishing shrank through the urbanization and 
the operation-abandoned fields increased through the depopulation in mountainous areas. Non-family 
type farming organizations are increasing and the area managed by them occupies 12 % in 2010. 
Non-farmer families occupy more than one third of total number of the owners of agricultural land and 
the area of operation-abandoned agricultural fields occupies more than 9 % currently. The average size 
per commercial farmer is about 2 ha, but the difference in size between Hokkaido and non-Hokkaido is 
clear. In Hokkaido it is 21 ha, but in non-Hokkaido it is 1.4 ha. More commercial farmers are reducing 
recently.  
The downward revision of several numerical targets relating to the number of farmers and the rate 
of their operating holdings in Table 1 suggests the deterioration of traditional agriculture as a whole. 
This change is generally due to the progress of capitalism. A farmer’s management size is increasing and 
the proportion of larger farmers is increasing. Smaller sized farmers are decreasing in both number and 
area (Figure 2). Most rural residents used to be farmers, but it is not true of them currently. A 
considerable part of the residents quit farming, and some continue to be farmers and a part of them 
establish and manage non-family type farming organizations. The accumulation of operating fields is, 
though imperfectly, in progress. 
 
 
Figure 2. Comparison of farming establishments in 2010 with that in 1960 by size 
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What kind of difference and similarity is between farmers and non-family type farming 
organizations? Table 3 and Table 4 show the change in the number, size and workforce of farmers and 
non-family type farming organizations since 1960-2010 (n.16). The size of a farmer in Hokkaido (18.40 
ha) is equal to the size of a non-family type farming organization in non-Hokkaido (18.60 ha). The 
proportion of the operating holdings by non-family type farming organizations has been increasing. It 
shares over 11 % today. Regarding the workforce, less than two percent of farmers in non-Hokkaido 
employ permanent workers. In Hokkaido the situation is a little different. Since 1980 the proportion of 
the farmers who employ permanent workers has risen little by little and 5.2 percent of farmers employ 
permanent employees now. More than 40 % of the farmers hired temporary labors until 1970. Since then, 
the proportion once reduced, but in 2010 nearly half of the farmers in Hokkaido and one-fourth farmers 
in non-Hokkaido employ temporary workers again. The rise suggests that the current employment in 
 
― 42 ― 
agriculture is not so much different from the employment in other industries, though the rate of the 
farmers who hire employees is still in the minority (25.9 %). Mutual assistance among the farmers and 
surplus workforce in local communities were another important workforce until 1970’s, but the number 
reduced since then.      
Non-family type farming organizations has gradually developed since 1960’s. Half or more than 
half non-family type farming organizations hire permanent employees (53.6 %). Such non-family type 
farming organization is managed by 10-20 permanent workers: In Hokkaido the employees occupy 
larger percent of total workforce than the managers, and in non-Hokkaido the proportion of the 
employees and the managers as workforce is almost equal. Compared with farmers, non-family type 
farming organizations hire more than several times as many permanent and temporary employees. 
Moreover, non-family type farming organizations depend upon permanent workers more than temporary 
workers. Not a few permanent employees are the candidates for the new farmers. Their importance is 
increasing because a considerable number of the existing commercial farmers retire without successors. 
These facts mean that permanent employees are getting to play indispensible roles for the sustainability 
of Japanese agriculture. In this sense, agriculture by farmers is still prevalent, but the structural change 
in Japanese agriculture is under way as well.  
    
3. Tears and restoration: positive as well as negative functions of old and new social capitals 
 
3-1. Rural society in transition  
    The rural society as well as agricultural structure changed very much and the democratic and 
horizontal society emerged in postwar Japan, but in non-Hokkaido agriculture has not developed as 
competitive as secondary or tertiary industry yet. Among main reasons, the most crucial is the 
landownership structure composed of many small owners and the difficulties to get stable large-sized 
operating holdings due to each owner’s persistence to the expensive land property. Some try to keep 
stable farming by establishing farming organization, but majority is temporary farmers, gets main 
income by means of another job, and not a few are unwilling to sell or rent their agricultural land. A lot 
of subsistence farmers emerged and a lot of those who were once farmers but now not are emerging. 
Absentee landowners are increasing in remote rural areas inconvenient for commuting. The clause in 
Agricultural Land Act that only those who are engaging in agriculture can own agricultural land is not 
observed at all.  
Both spatial and social integration is deteriorating in the rural society. Heterogeneity lessens 
reciprocity among farmers. Persistence to one’s own land property prevents trust to those who try to 
manage larger operating fields on the one hand and produce the uncultivated land on the other hand. As 
a result, efficient operation becomes difficult. The fluctuations of rural and agricultural policies make the 
conditions worse. Homogeneity decreased and capitalism and individualism spread. Alternative rational 
mechanism is not established, but disintegration has spread over. The support and mechanism to better 
the conditions for active farmers to sustainably manage larger operating fields as competitive as 
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secondary or tertiary industry is necessary. New common vision for the future or at least incessant 
communication to it is to be shared among residents in rural society.      
    The improvement of the irrigation facilities freed farmers from the collaborative maintenance work 
and promoted the individualization of agricultural operations in the plain. On the other hand, in 
mountainous areas its improvement was insufficient and the social tight cohesion by means of the 
irrigation facilities remained. However, as the productivity is lower and the abandonment of the fields 
and the depopulation got serious in mountainous areas, the rural society is disintegrated and the 
maintenance of infrastructure got worse. In order to restore this tear, the community farming and the 
collaborative operation by active community members are recommended. A few kinds of subsidies by 
MAFF to support the farmers in mountainous less favored areas are introduced since 1993 and 2000. In 
case of these subsidies MAFF depends conventionally on the existing rural communities most. They 
respond to it and apply for them. However, the ageing and shortage of workforce makes it difficult for 
the community to implement the required works little by little. Relating to the maintenance of 
agricultural infrastructure such as irrigation facilities, MAFF first expected the farmers and farming 
organizations to maintain the facilities. However MAFF found that their capability is limited. MAFF 
newly founded the subsidy since 2007 to develop the intra-community links between farmers and 
non-farming residents. Therefore, MAFF depends upon the existing communities on the one hand, and 
the newly emerging communities on the other hand.  
To the contrary, recently the land improvement to large-sized paddy fields enables the labor 
productivity higher in the plain and this encourages some farmers and farming organizations to unite 
producers’ cooperatives. Apart from them, another kind of network is developing especially for the 
conservation of farmland and rural landscape. The conservation of terraced paddy fields is a typical 
example. Extra-community links, that is, the involvements of outsiders such as NPO and voluntary 
groups help the community carry on the annual activities sustainably.  
As mentioned above, the integration of the current rural society is a difficult problem and in each 
case it is specifically groped for. It is still unclear whether the subsidies successfully unite these ties. 
And it is also unclear whether these ties will enhance the substance steadily for the foundation of new 
rural society or the ties are only temporarily effective as long as the subsidies are kept. 
 
3-2. Barriers against the feasibility of agricultural and rural policies 
    Ageing and rapid decrease of farmers suggests that agriculture is not an attractive occupation for 
younger generations. Annual abandonment and conversion of considerable amount of agricultural fields 
suggests that agricultural land use is not profitable. These severe conditions urged MAFF introduce the 
qualified farmer and farming organization policy. The concentration of public financial support in 
commercial farmers, key farmers and qualified farmers and farming organizations is a clear policy shift. 
However, the procedure of this policy is as conventional as former policies, which make us dubious 
about the seriousness of MAFF for the success of this policy. The policy defines a qualified farmer and a 
qualified farming organization as a farmer who manages over 4 ha operating holdings and a farming 
― 44 ― 
organization that manages over 20 ha operating holdings. However, when a farmer applies for a 
qualified farmer or a farming organization applies for a qualified farming organization, there is no need 
nor promise to be over 4 ha or over 20 ha. If they only have a plan to be within five years, they are 
qualified and can get the financial support. Whether they really manage over 4 or 20 ha or not is not 
checked until 5 years later and even if they do not manage so much, no penalty bears upon them. If they 
rewrite the plan when 3 or 4 years passed since the application, they will be newly qualified from that 
time again. And what is more, surprisingly, the municipal & prefectural offices encourage farmers and 
farming organizations and advise them how to make the application sheet. This means that for MAFF 
the feasibility of the policy is of secondary importance. MAFF’s interest is whether the numerical target 
of the number of applicants is attained or not. If the applicants are many, the prepared budget is 
consumed as expected and MAFF can get the ground to demand next year’s budget. Therefore, MAFF is 
suspected of keeping large annual budget is of first interest. This kind of interdependence has been kept 
between the stakeholders in agricultural policies. Even on the verge of the crisis of domestic agriculture, 
conventionality is rampant and the negative social capital is active and reproduced.  
    Less Favored Area Promotion Act and Direct Payment System for Less Favored Area are typical 
measures to promote the mountainous less favored areas. However, the subject of LFAPA was scaled 
down and the purpose of DPSLFA was partially altered from the original plans due to bureaucratic 
conflicts. MAFF originally intended to include non-agricultural activities as well as agricultural 
activities in the subject of LFAPA, but other ministries such as the Ministry of Economy, Trade and 
Industry and the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure and Transport opposed to it and claimed that the 
measures on non-agricultural activities were within their territory. As regards DPSLFA, MAFF 
originally intended to introduce this as the “green” policy, that is, the policy to protect rural landscape 
and environment by supporting rural settlements. However, the Ministry of Finance did not admit it and 
through the negotiation between MAFF and MF it was rather set as the “yellow” policy, that is, the 
policy to promote the agricultural production and to train capable farmers or farming organizations by 
means of financial support. As a result, bureaucratic conflicts made the policies’ fielding areas narrower 
and harder and made farmers and farming organizations hesitate and feel difficult to apply for it.  
 
3-3. Agricultural management and distribution in transition 
    Persistent conventionality is dominant in the world of agricultural management, but the conditions 
are gradually changing. In the areas where large-sized farmers have developed, the farmers themselves 
struggled on to get necessary operating holdings by borrowing from other temporary, subsistence or 
former farmers in general. Some fail, but others succeed. When they had struggled on, they usually 
could not get so much public support. Policies to support them were not ready at that time. They made 
constant efforts to gain the trust of neighboring farmers.  Ten or twenty years after since a farmer got 
able to manage larger operating holdings, his sons often succeed him by sharing roles: one son as an 
operator, and the other son as a sales manager, for example. The farmer sometimes sets up an 
agricultural company, employs permanent and non-permanent employees, and develops the business.  
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Oppositely, in the regions where the municipal office and the agricultural cooperative encourage 
and support the operators’ groups composed of local farmers, the groups are vibrant and actively manage 
as long as the members are vital. They are often given priority in the equipment investment. Storehouses 
of harvested crops such as country elevators and rice centers, large machines such as tractors and 
combines, and the land reclamation of small and various-shape parcels into large and rectangular parcels 
are provided in each local unit. In the plain this measure often leads to success. However, such groups in 
mountainous areas often become inactive when the members once vital become old and in retirement. In 
the case of the operator’s group, the entry of younger generation is rare. Therefore, most groups at best 
manage to maintain the present conditions. They have less hope of success to be prosperous than 
expected. The involvement of newly engaging farmers to the group will become effective. If we wish to 
make it realized, the mutual trust between old residents and newcomers must be produced. Though a 
great idea is difficult to get, the open-mindedness and the accessibility to local resources should be 
provided for probable residents.     
    As socio-economic conditions progress in similar speed within each rural area, several large-sized 
farmers develop almost simultaneously in a few adjacent settlements. Firstly, one or few large-sized 
farmers develop per one rural settlement. Secondly, the intra-community links between a large-sized 
farmer and temporary, subsistence or former farmers, and the inter-community links among large-sized 
farmers are connected. The intra-community links between a large-sized farmer and community 
members comprise lease contracts of agricultural land, contracts or employments for specific 
agricultural aims, collaborative community works and so on. The inter-community links among 
large-sized farmers comprise exchange of information and ideas on local agriculture and managerial 
problems, mutual response and cooperation of agricultural and environmental issues and so on. They are 
summarized as the activities of creation, maintenance and expansion of new social capital in the rural 
society.  
    The non-family type farming organizations occupy un-ignorable weight in Japanese agriculture. 
More than half of the organizations employ about ten permanent workers in average and these workers 
are probable candidates of new farmers. As the rate of decrease in both the number of farmers and the 
amount of agricultural fields is higher than expected, more serious deterioration of Japanese agriculture 
is inevitable. However, we can find a ray of hope for the future. As much maintenance of superior 
agricultural land as possible and the stable management of operating holdings constitute crucial point for 
sustainable agriculture in Japan. In this sense, the MAFF’s seriousness for the training of qualified 
farmers and farming organizations is essential. In this course, the dark side of social capital, that is, the 
conventional interdependence by means of the subsidies between MAFF, the section of agriculture of 
local government, the Japan Agricultural Co-operative (JA) and farmers and stakeholders of the 
traditional agricultural world should be reformed.    
    The distribution of agricultural products has another issue to be solved. JA transacts about 70 % of 
domestic agricultural products all over Japan. It is JA’s strength and matter of concern to surely deliver 
the agricultural products to any market as required. JA attaches importance to the quantity and 
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uniformity of the products when it contracts with farmers and farming organizations. Those farmers who 
grow the products in high quality but a small amount are seldom well evaluated by JA. Organic food and 
highly-traceable food cannot get high wholesale price in the transaction with JA compared with the 
transaction with super markets or specialty stores. Current main distribution channel by JA is 
conventional and less flexible, and is based on the idea of homogeneous rural society and mass 
consuming society.  
On the other hand, some alternative movements are under way. Some local JA branches try to 
explore new kinds of distribution channel. As a local JA knows the characteristics of local food and local 
farmers, it tries to differentiate itself from other local JA branches. Some put emphasis on the processing 
skill of the old farmers. Direct sales stores and rest stops alongside the road are a new kind of 
distribution system, too. Ambitious farmers and farming organizations as well as super markets and 
specialty shops are groping for the distribution system suitable for them. Direct transaction between 
local farming groups and local urban consumers are developing. These are the trials to make new 
networks positively. They can be regarded as the spontaneous trials of innovating social capital (n.17). 
 
4. Concluding remarks 
 
    In 2011 the food self sufficiency rate fell down to 39 % again. Low effect of MAFF’s qualified 
farming establishment policy was criticized in the open judgment of state policies and projects. From the 
viewpoints of both workforce and area, Japanese agriculture is deteriorating further. As the cluster of 
conventional stakeholders sustained by old social capital is still very strong, its innovation is very 
difficult. However, as shown above various trials to encourage active stakeholders and to construct new 
system of governance in rural society are on progress. Though the urgent conditions continue, the 
principle and targets of agricultural policies should be seriously set for the recovery and the future of 
Japanese agriculture. And specific policy and project should be put into practice by scrutinizing the 
farmers’ and farming organizations’ agricultural achievements and track records of the candidates’ 
agricultural engagement in order to prevent free riders.     
    In the end, the view that land ownership is exclusive and is the right of nonaggression is the 
prevailing sense of value for most Japanese. However, it is the most troublesome idea to be overcome. 
In the most serious depopulated areas the agricultural land of absentee landowners occupies more than 
40 % and even in non-depopulated areas it occupies a certain degree. Not a few landowners don’t know 
exactly where their plots are and take little interest in them. However, it is a great obstacle to the 
effective land use and the practical reform of agriculture. We can’t avoid the problem to change the view 
upon the land ownership in order to realize the effective land use and management. If we sincerely wish 
to regenerate Japanese agriculture, making people understand better on the restriction of land ownership 
will become the crucial subject in the near future. It demands to build alternative social capital all over 
Japan. It must be time to show the role of the state.    
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